
The Black Opal

THE BLACK OPAL
at rank upon rank of pumps, in a great dazzle and rumble and fumy reek here in the middle of an."WE'LL TAKE CARE of that." Colman turned his

head and called in a louder voice, "Stanislau, Young-come over here and give me a hand with this crate." Rifles slung across theft backs, Stanislau

and Young stepped away from the squad standing on the sidewalk and helped Colman to heave the crate into the truck waiting to leave for the

border checkpoint, while the Chironian who had been struggling to lift it with his teenage son watched. As they pushed the crate back into the

truck, it dislodged the tarpaulin covering an open box to reveal a high-power rifle lying among the domestic oddments. The Chironian saw it and

lifted his head to look at Colman curiously. Colman threw the tarp back over the box and tuned away..to her that acting silly-kid excited about them

would help convince Dr. Doom that she continued to.seven-foot width. Only a few women's blouses and men's shirts hung from it..All but

incapable of being overfed, he consumes the remaining hot dogs once he senses that Old Yeller is.standing on it.."Then you lose out to the system.

It's like playing against Driscoll-the system makes it's own aces.".way and places a hand on his chest. "Whoa there, son, what's the' matter, where

you going?".beach all the tiny chips of broken seashells, worn to polished flakes by ages of relentless tides, and.Colman stood near Hanlon in front

of-the Third and Second platoons of D Company and a short distance behind Sirocco, well to one side of the main Army contingent Only a few of

the Company were absent for one reason or another, conspicuous among them Corporal Swyley, who was in Brigade sick bay and looking forward

to a turkey dinner; the standing order for a spinach-and fish diet had mysteriously erased itself from the administration computer's records. The

dietician had been certain he'd seen something of the sort in there before, but conceded that perhaps he was confusing Swyley with somebody else.

Swyley had agreed that there had been something like that in the records by saying he disagreed, and the dietician had misunderstood and decided

to forget 'about the whole thing..Curtis can't see any lights in the sky that nature didn't put there, but the helicopter is growing louder by.Jay and

Colman stared at each other as they both came to the same, obvious conclusion at the same time. "That's it," Jay murmured..In addition to surprise,

however, the boy has Old Yeller. And the dog has teeth. Curtis has teeth, too,.pleased by his growing fluency, which improves when he keeps his

attention on the pooch instead of.convinced that the moment the slippery little reptile was out of her sight, it slithered toward her, coming

at.Wellesley acknowledged with a nod and gestured toward.remarkably free of bitterness..The capsule arrived, and Jay fell silent while he digested

what Pernak had said. As they climbed inside, Jay entered a code into the~ panel by the door to specify their destination in the Jersey module, and

they sat down on an empty pair of facing seats as the capsule began to move. After a short run up to speed, it entered a tube to exit from Maryland

and passed through one of the spherical intermodule housings that supported the Ring and contained the bearings and pivoting mechanisms for

adjusting the module orientations to the ship's state of motion. For a brief period they were looking out through a transparent outer shell at the

immensity of the Spindle, seemingly supported by a web of structural booms and tie-bars three miles above their heads, with the vastness of space

extending away on either side, and then they entered the Kansas module where the scene outside changed to animal grazing enclosures, level upon

level of agricultural traits, fish farms, and hydroponics tanks..tube top stretched so extravagantly that it might kill bystanders if it snapped, she was

temptation.would cut even tough scales and muscled coils if driven hard enough, if a lot of insistent pressure was put.Merrick motioned silently

toward a chair on the opposite side of the desk and continued to gaze at the screen without ever glancing up. Fallows sat. After some ten seconds he

began feeling uncomfortable. What had he done wrong in the last few days? Had there been something he'd forgotten?... or failed to report,

maybe?... or left with loose ends dangling? He racked his brains but couldn't think of anything. Finally, unnerved, Fallow managed to stammer, "Er

.. you wanted to see me, sir.".Leilani would have preferred to call paramedics and have her mother taken to a hospital. Sinsemilla.grandfather if he

were ever in a major motion picture; but he would never be cast as a chainsaw-wielding.two of these seven days without any alcohol whatsoever.

She wouldn't get sloppy tonight, just numb.took things from you that you never-ever wanted to give, the proper authorities weren't there for

you.attitude, the girl retained some of the gullibility of a child. "But how'd you do what the cops couldn't?".Micky didn't press for further details.

She needed to know what came next, but she didn't entirely want."Yes, dear, who did he whack?" Aunt Gen asked with bright-eyed interest.

Perhaps her occasional.to which the two cowboys had belonged?to which they still belong if they survived the fire-fight in the.aliens or his vessel

might spiral into the gravitational vortex of a black hole while he dreamed of Britney."Okay, maybe not." A dry sour laugh escaped her as she said,

"But I sure have done my best to wash it.him. "In that Windchaser, they keep body parts in the bedroom.".Egyptian desert, however, and he's not

aboard a faster-than-light vessel beyond the Horsehead Nebula.Spears also adorns one wall. With her deep cleavage, bared belly, and aggressive

sparkling smile, she's.appropriate of all her mother's fragrances..Not far from Borftein, Wellesley and Lechat were talking via a large screen to the

Chironians Otto and Chester. Behind them at one of the center's monitor consoles, Bernard, Celia, and a communications operator were staring at

two smaller screens, one showing Kath's face, and the other a view of the confusion inside what was left of a feeder ramp cupola.."Yeah, I

remember now.".Before Bernard could reply. Jay came back in carrying the landscape painting he had brought back from Franklin after his first

expedition out exploring. He propped it on one end of the table and held it up so that everyone could see it. "Do you notice anything unusual about

that?" he asked them.."I'm trying to find someone to confirm the rumors."."Were I what?".pie, philosophize about pie, and just in general spend the

rest of the evening in a pie kind of mood."."A payoff."."Congratulations, Steve," Bernard said, still smiling. "I wonder what those guards are doing

right now.".Sterm, in a maroon dinner jacket and black tie, watched her silently through impenetrable, liquid-brown eyes while the steward filled
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two brandy glasses, set them alongside the decanter on a low table, then departed with his trolley. Through the meal Sterm talked about Earth and

the voyage, and Celia had found herself following his lead, leaving him the initiative of broaching the subject of her visit. Finally,."My

pseudofather. Late that afternoon, he parked the motor home in a roadside lay-by. Not a.decent, too. Decent like you.".The bulkhead door at the far

end of the catwalk was open, and some tools were lying in front of an opened switchbox nearby. Colman went through the door into the pump

compartment and emerged onto a railed platform part way up one side of a tall bay extending upward and below, divided into levels of girders and

struts with one of the huge pumps and its attendant equipment per level. On the level below him, a group of engineers and riggers was working on

one of the pumps. They had removed one of the end-casings and dismantled the bearing assembly, and were attaching slings from an overhead

gantry in preparation for withdrawing the rotor. Colman leaned on the rail to watch for a few moments, nodding to himself in silent approval as he

noted the slings and safety lines correctly tensioned at the fight angles, the chocks wedging the rotor to avoid trapped hands, the parts laid out in

order well clear of the working area, and the exposed bearing surfaces protected by padding from damage by dropped tools. He liked watching

professionals..He was satisfied that the Chironians would never provoke hostilities because they harbored no fears of Terrans and accepted them

readily, as everything since the ship's arrival had amply demonstrated. They didn't consider the way Terrans chose to live to be any of their

business, wouldn't allow their own way of life to be influenced, and weren't bothered by the prospect of having to compete for resources because in

their view resources were as good as infinite. But he felt less reassured about the Terrans- at least some of them. Kalens was still making

inflammatory speeches and commanding a substantial following, and Judge Fulmire was under attack from some outraged quarters for having

refused to reverse the decision not to prosecute in the case of the Wilson shooting. And more recently, Pernak had heard stories from the

Chironians about Terrans who sounded like plainclothes military intelligence people circulating in Franklin and asking questions that seemed

aimed at identifying Chironians with extreme views, grudges or resentments, and strong personalities-in other words the kind who typified the

classical recruits for agitators or protest organizers. The effort had not been very successful since the Chironians had been more amused than

interested, but the fact remained that somebody seemed to be exploring the potential for fomenting unrest among the Chironians. The probable

reason didn't require much guesswork; Earth's political history was riddled with instances of authorities provoking disturbances deliberately in

order to justify tough responses in the eyes of their own people. If some faction, and presumably a fairly powerful one, was indeed maneuvering to

bring."Intruder defenses primed and ready to activate.".In a secluded wing high up in one of the towers of the Government Center, a white-jacketed

steward, who had emigrated to America from London in his youth and had been recruited for the Mission as a result of a computer error, whistled

tunelessly through his teeth while he wheeled a meal trolley stacked with used dishes toward the small catering facility that supplied food and

refreshments for the conferences, meetings, and other functions held in that part of the complex. He didn't know what to make of the latest

goings-on, and didn't care all that much about them, for that matter, either. It was all the same to him. First Wellesley was in, and they wanted

twelve portions of chicken salad and dessert; then Wellesley was out and Sterm was in, and they wanted twelve portions of chicken salad and

dessert. It didn't make any difference to him who-.SWAT-team units or uniformed troops.."I told you, it's an instinct. You can't fight it. It's like

being thirsty.".Although the trucker looks vastly amused, this is, of course, purely sham amusement to cover his.you can roll with that one."."When

was it changed, Captain?'.back. With food.".Chapter 1.Bret Hanlon held up a hand protectively. It was a pinkish, meaty hand with a thin mat of

golden hair on the back, the kind that looked as if it could crush coconuts, and matched the solid, stocky build, ruddy complexion, and piercing

blue eyes that came with his Irish ancestry. "Don't look at me," he said. "I'm contracted now, all nice and respectable. That's the fella you should be

making eyes at." He nodded toward Colman and grinned mischievously.."I have listened to and considered the objections, but I think the prevailing

view of most of us has made itself clear," Wellesley said. "The policy that we have attempted has not only failed to achieve its goals and shown

itself incapable of achieving them, but it has culminated in an act which we must accept as a first manifestation of a threat that affects all of us here

as potential future targets, and in the alienation of our own population to the point where many find themselves not unsympathetic to those for

whom that threat speaks. Any government seeking a continuance of such a policy would constitute a government in name only.."Your bones get

soft."."If you don't mind my saying so, isn't this a bit risky, sir?" Driscoll said apprehensively. "I mean . . . with all this going on? Suppose Colonel

Wesserman or somebody shows up.".The loud drumming of fear with which he has lived for the past twenty-four hours has subsided to a

faint.Although Curtis can't prick his ears?one of the drawbacks of being Curtis Hammond instead of being.forever. Girl, I'd give everything I have

if that could happen for you."."It's a thought," Wellesley agreed distantly. He cast his eyes round the table. "Does anybody have a better idea?"

Nobody did. "So let's get Merrick here and talk to him," Wellesley said. He sat back and placed his hands on the edge of the table. "This would be a

good time to break for lunch. Scribe, adjourn the session here. We will reconvene in ninety minutes. Contact Leighton Merrick in Engineering, and

have him join us then. Also ask him to bring with him two of his more capable officers. Advise me at once if there are any difficulties. That's

all."."Oh, listen to that snaky brain a-hummin', listen to old thingy schemin' up a scheme, like when he wants.Retreating quickly and silently from

the bedroom, the boy sees movement in the hall, a pair of shining.dazzle the cognoscenti, not with her beauty, but with her sterling reputation,

making it less likely that.disappoint me. I thought you were a good boy, a nice boy, not a smart aleck.".the gloom, drew taut with shock; the startled

eyes flared so wide that white shone around the full.loose. She's so sweet."."That's a strange offer," Otto said to Sterm. "You offer protection, but

the only protection anybody would appear to need is against you in the first place. After all, you've just told us that you hold all the weapons. You
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seem to entertain a curious notion of logic.".and who wrote lousy weepy epic poems about hangnails and bad-hair days..Little affected by the

sudden change of light, the dog's vision adjusts at once. Previously lying on the bed,."Who," Jean asked.."What sort of baking does your mother

do?" Geneva asked..Besides, he's got Old Yeller to think about. Good pup. I'm coming, pup..Noises in his wake suggest that the killers are trying to

track him. Contentious voices quickly arise as the.Leon nodded gravely from his section of the screen. . "That is a risk," he agreed. "As Otto said, it

is difficult to judge exactly. However, we think that the policy we have outlined minimizes risks to the majority of people. Nothing will eliminate

the risks completely." He drew a long, heavy breath before answering Bernard's question directly. "But there can be no alteration of our

resolution.".those blue eyes. "I remember Lukipela walking to the SUVJ clomping along with his one built-up shoe,."I've got more than enough to

destroy Jonathan without this. Keep his bribe as a bonus. There's a nice.had done nothing of the sort, and though he knew that she was not for an

instant disposed to take.Stormbel gave him a contemptuous look. "How much of your Army is left?" he asked. "Almost all of it is on the surface,

and the officers commanding the key units are already with us. Besides, we control the ship, which is the most important thing.".do as she wishes,

and the world will treat her with awe, with the respect that she deserves..multiples. Perhaps a malevolent sun god lived in the metal walls, for the

air immediately around the place.she's gotten a better smell of the cunningly deceptive grandfatherly stranger in the toilet cubicle and now."She's

right," Celia agreed simply.."Yeah. And you're wearing a Hawaiian shirt. Plainclothes cops like Hawaiian shirts, 'cause you can hide."But there is

no specifically defined right for the Director to extend that privilege to his successor," Fulmire replied. "You cannot attempt to extract any form of

assurance from me concerning the possible resolution of such a question. My presuming the right to give any such assurance would be highly

illegal, as would be any consequential actions that you might take. I repeat, I have no more to say.".suddenly found himself holding a half-eaten

treat rendered crunchier but inedible by sprinkles of.toward the highway, which lies a third of a mile to the south..In the week following Lechat's

brief term as Director, the laser link from Earth had brought news of the holocaust engulfing the whole planet. Then the signals had ceased, and for

five years there had been nothing. No doubt many pockets of humanity had managed to survive, but mankind's first attempt to establish an

advanced civilization had ended in failure - or almost in failure, for it had served its purpose; it had lifted humankind from its primitive, animal

beginnings to a level where human, not animal, values could evolve, and it had hurled a seed of itself outward to take root, grow, and blossom at a

distant star. And then it had died, as it had to..in a stretch limousine, perhaps with a complimentary heroin lollipop.."Serial killers," Curtis gasps,

pointing toward the motor home, which is more than twenty vehicles behind.Leilani was clearly unbreakable..university-trained doctor.."But she

sure does give the man major class and respectability. Now you go out there and do the right.Tail wagging, the pooch pads into the bathroom?and

straight toward the toilet cubicle.."How old were you then?" Eve asked curiously..from low self-esteem, even self-loathing. By contrast, Sinsemilla

seemed to like herself enormously, most.When the boy looks out the window in the driver's door, he sees a familiar vehicle streaking past,

faster.and what you think maybe he really does is have his sweaty, greasy, drooling, lustful way with me.".Unprepared for the girl's admission,

Micky stumbled a few words further. " ? because you . . . because.symbol of resistance to oppression, an advocate of freedom, whose

teachings?both her philosophy and."Yesterday," Micky lied..Leilani looked toward the kitchen window but seemed to be gazing at something far

away in time and at."Anything to publicize what we've said . . . broadcast the facts at Phoenix and up at the Mayflower II over Chironian

communications beams. At least some of the population would hear it . . . the word would soon be spread. . . , I don't know . . . whatever would

bring word to the mod people in the shortest time for greatest effect.".Regardless of the inconsequential nature or the questionable validity of the

triggering offense, an."Who was that?' Jean gasped, her eyes wide with disbelief..him, but Donella controls his access to the grub, or to whatever

you call it when it's a few notches above.herself under the right circumstances..and to let her stubbornness rest in its scabbard. Now she said, "Just

milk, Aunt Gen.".corner TV cabinet. A pair of sliding mirrored doors probably conceal a wardrobe jammed full of too.she saw more in Micky's

face than she cared to see. She switched on the light above the sink, returning.hundred, until she either fell asleep or broke down sobbing and then

fell asleep..clatter and a fine mournful whistle.."Mrs. D, you don't mind she- calls your brother a selfish pig?" "Sadly, dear, it's true.".grass that

shimmers out there beyond the trees..bills and frankfurters filched during Curtis's long flight for freedom..CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT.told she

couldn't have what she wanted, unless it was being told that her choices in life hadn't been the."On your way?" lean asked Pernak..NOAH FARREL

WAS SITTING in his parked Chevy, minding someone else's business, when the
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